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ABSTRACT ^ ; > : V 

The author reports a recent study on humorous and 
non-humorous speeches on two topics: the meaning of totalitarianism 
and an explanation of the Whorf hypothesis. Student subjects listened 
to two recorded speeches — the humorous version of one speech and the 
non-humorous version of the other speech — and later responded to a 
multiple-choice test of information retention. For the speech on " 
totalitarianism, there was no significant difference in retentiori 
between those who had heard the two versions. For the speech on the 
Whorf hypothesis, however, results showed that those who heard the 
non^humorous version learned significantly more than those who heard 
the humorous one. The author concludes that a speaker should be 
cautious about the inclusion of humor, suggesting that one who relies 
on humor may, in fact, impart less information than if he were to 
deliver the same speech without humor. (Author/RN) 
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" S' OCPARTMEWTOF HEALTH, 
EOOCATIOW A WELFARE - 

"AS BEEN REPRO. . " - 

- ?«H?ol!5i^F AS RECEIVED F^^^ 

' - _ INATING IT, POINTS:OF.VIEW =- 

----- . "^'il^TATEO 00 NOT NECESSARILY 

^ ^ . SENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EOU. 

CATION POSITION OR POLICY, : - _/ 

llie Relationship Between Humor and Heteritlcn 

_ Pat M. Taylor ' 
The University of Alabama in Birmingham 
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The sugjse^ ' 
copounicating inf ormatloh, ideias, and feelings to an / 
audience 1ms been current in pthe fi^eld of speech for years; ' 
however, to paraphi^se Ifcirk Twaln*s quip abbut t^^ weiather: 
Ifany theorists and scholars have talked about its ef f ectivehess, 
but few have acted to- test^ their hypotheses. The few studies 
;^if^t iiave^^^^ 

of the theoreti clans • advice • ' ^r^^^r^ . \ • 

- The element of humor in communication has been studied - 

itez^eye]^^ 

Speech • Ttie amount of inquiry notwithstanding, Plugel notes 
that the theoretical and experimental literature of humor ■ 
••has done little towards explaining the ultimate nature of the 
phenomena concemed#^*^ He concludes, moreover, that most 
modem psychological theories of humor explain it as being an 
a(4aptlve adjustment mechanism. , ^ 

Taylor investigated the effectiveness of humor in in- 
formative speeches.^ He used two speeches, identical except 
that one contained humor while the other did not* The speech 
concerned the long-range Influence of the ideas of the eight- 
eenth century clergyman and political economist Thomas Mai thus # 
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Using a pretest, limedlate posttest, and one week deliayed 
postJtest, TSaylor discovered that both recall and retention 
did take place; however, there ms no statlsti«illy sign 
icfiCnt difference between the humorous and non-humorous ver- 
sions of the speech. Because no\ test wSs^^ m^^ to determine 
whether the subjects actually perceived th^^ humorous speech 
as humorous, the conclusions from this particular study are 
dubious. . ^ ^ ■ 

Grvaiet Investl^ted the effects of humor both on per- 
oeptlOTis of a speaker's ethos and the audience's informti on 
r^CiBjo^o^^ pres&nxie^^ 



^ithe^^gl^t^ 
speech void of humor. 



content and retention.^ In this study he explored the 



^questlw^*'Wll^ 

retention of Information?" Little evidence was found in this 
stiid;^ t a s^ of thos^^^^ a^dvocate ext en use 

of humor in oral communication. ' 

-Aided by 1^^^ sub j ect s3^^^ 

Inj5tl;^it^ ^ 
incluslcm >ol^ humo 
Msaiiser^aiidten^ 



spe^chy^ ^ ^scr^supp^igbe^ c<mca^i^l^tti& of 



Gruner In finding that the use of humor in Informative dis- 
course did nfp t result ini gr eaier^^ r^^ thanr^ld hon-i 
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humorous speeches a.s measured^^b^ the 
speech material • 

Glbb found that a humorous biology lecture did sig- 
nificantly Increase retention, when compared to a non-humor- ' 
ous lecture/ In this study the pre-test retention scores 
were taken from the University of Utah Placement Test in 
biology which was administered in the Spring and. Summer of 
1963 to incoming freshmen. The post-test was given in the 
Winter of 196^. During this intervening period of time , the 
subjects may not only have increased their loiowledge in 
biology, but also become more accustomed to taking college 
examinations. Therefore, the gain in learning may not have 
been a function of hiuaor. 

As can be seen from this brief summary of previous • 
studies, additional research is needed to explore more fully 
the relationship between humor and retention. 

^ V ^ ^ ^ Purpose and Statement of Problem 
; :r - The purpose of this study is to determine what effects, 
if any, the inclusion of listener-defined supportive humor 
in Informative speeches has on an audience's retention of 
content. ' ; = 

Listener-defined supportive humor is here defined as 
humor that has been perceived, by groups of listeners simttir 
to the subjects in the actual experimenti as being humorous. 
The humor in the investigation was designed for specific 
functions rather than merely inserted for its own sake. Numerous 
specific functions of humor may be postulated in speaking. 
Some of the most cc^mon ones are to support the speaker's ^ 



i- 
1 



— 

-1" 



I- 



I 

}:'--- 



ERIC 



ethds, emphasize points in the^ 

membered and augment total eff ect of Wrulng and/or liking ' 
the speech. The present study Included humor designed to 
serve In each of these functions . ; Bie dependent variable 
was the amount of Information retained. 

The research question Investigated by the study was: 

*he relationship between thV presence-absence 
of humor m a speech of information and the amount of 
r intoDatl on learned from the speech? 

Although the majority of previous studies concerning 
the effects of humor in informative discourse seem to indicate 
that humor is of little importance, the present study still 
appeared to be Justified for at least two reasons. First, 
much of the previous research examined the effects of humor 
that was essentially purposeless or non-fimctlonal. One 
might even argue that humor, which serves no function, in 
reality, is even dysfunctional. Second, previous research has 
focused on direct effects of humor when conceivably i- tj lelation- 
shl]^^ particular communication outcomes is indirect. This 
study was, in part, predicated on such ansBsumption. Ohat 
is, in a speech situation involving essentially unmotivated 
listeners (unmotivated in the sense that they are captive 
lather than people seeking out information), the use of humor 
by an unknown or little known speaker can build that individual's 



ethical appeal. Audience: taeinbersf^^to^^ would, become 

more attentlye to the content of a message by a speaker : 
possessing more ethical appeal than by one who lacked such 
appeals* - J ^ : v 
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Preliminary Research , ' 

Previous research of the relations^^^^ 
and spfsaking eff ectiv^ie^^^^^^^ regarding 
how speeches .used in studles^^^^^ seiected. ilor was there 
any Indicatidn as to how Interested the s^ In 
ither^ 
lE^v^h^^ 
to /tfie^u^^f^^ 
^^sUred/r^^^^;^ 

v^t sub^ec^t^ s^ 

^erlmenti^^wei^^ 
^n(B*!^o--s^^v^ 

prpl^tl^;^^ 
jwei^ Si^ 
spejB^;pr^ 
bft^oryj^ 
xiaiten^^ 
tei^st wi:!^ 

siA jects wouM - 
the^bpicsv- ihls coulct l>e truis iNcii^^peec^^ 
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at either extreme. Topics so Tated; might be those Khich the - 
subjects wduld either reject a.utbn»tically or would listen 
to merely to reinforce their beliefs. Thus, informaticoi 
gain Koiad be minimal. 

From these ratings the speech topi.cs, ( 1) What is 
Totalitarian! sm? and (2) An Explanation of the Whorf Hypothesis 
were selected • The former speech was^'adaptedv ^om one by - 
lauralee Peters^; the lalber was original. 

Supportive humor was defined as that which augmented 
d%e point pcci^ 

humor appeared equally often before and after the points to 
be tested* ' . . 

The humorous inserts for each speech were pretested 
groups of thirty subjects each, similar to those used in 
the actual experiment. The humorous items were listed in 
context and the subjects reacted to how humorous they felt 
each item was by rating in on a one-to-fifteen point scale, 
where gae indicated very xmhumorous and fifteen indicated 
very humorous. For the totalitarianism speech the average 
ratings ran from a low of B»k to a high of 12.9, those for 
the Whorf speech, from 8,5 to IO.5. These results indicated 
that the material was considered humorous by people other 
thaw the experimenter, and thus qualified as listener-defined 
humor. • y> ^: : ^ . t}^^.. 
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•nie two speeches were recorded by different speakers, 
both graduate students In the Department of Speech and Cieatre 
at Indiana Uhlversl ty • Tiro speakers were used to minimize 
speaker effects with each speaker recording the humorous 
version of one speech, Copies of each speech were then made 
and edited in such a fashion that the humorous materials were 
deleted. This gave four speeches: a humorous and non-humorous 
version of both the totalitarianism and the Whorf topics.. 
OSie two versions of the same topic were identical except 
that one contained listener-defined humor and one did not, V 
^Vr\- ■ Multiple choice examinations were constructed, following 
the recommendations of Biomdike and Hagen, in which a V: ^ . 
question was asked concerning each point where humor was 
used.® These were administrated to two groups of fifty-six 
and fifty-seven subjects for the totalitarianism and the Whorf 
speeches respectively. The percentages of correct responses 
to the questions for the two speeches in this preliminary 
study ran from 49 percent to 8? percent. Each test had a r 
total of twenty-one single answer five-point multiple choice 
questions , : ' ^ 

Following the preparation of the test materials pilot 
studies were conducted. In these studies the scores on the 
dependent variable for the humorous "and non-humorous versions 
of each speech pair m»9 compared. For the totalitarianism 
speech there was no statistically significant difference in 
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retentlcm tetween^ -^^^ who heard the two versions; - 

for tlie Whorf speech, those subjects hearing th 

version of the speech learned significantly more* V / 

- ■'■ Procedure . • - , 

The subjects usecl in the study were studenta from ran- 
domly selected sections of Speech 8^121, the basic speech 
course at Indiana University •^ /^ 
genei^l cross-sectl^m of univ^ 
sectisn^ jsele^^ 

^hup|ototis^^^ 
oTttwr^^^ 

iatti^ 3bhpse^V 
computed* : 



£ 3^ Results 

" (Uable 1 presents analyses of -variance results on the 

comparison of learning effects for subjects hearing the 
humor bus and non-humorous versions of the totalitarianism 
and Whorf speeches in the major part of the investiga;tion » 
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; Bie analyses reported above were based on the subjects* 

responses to the twenty-one question learning examinations 
made for each speech. An analysis of the comparison of 
means between the subjects hearing the humorous and non- 
humorous versions of the totalitarianism speeches indicated 
that there was no statistically significant difference be- 
tween the two groups (p .77)* , However, the analysis of 
those hearing the two versions of the Whorf speech indicates 
that there was a difference (p <, .0001) and that the subjects 

, tl^n^os^^^hip^T^ - 
consistent with the results of the preliminary research. ^ 

Discussion 

Previous research by Gruner^, Lull^^, Kennedy^ ^, ' 
Kllpelal2^ and a3aylor^3 indicated the use of humor . does not 
Increase the amount of Imowledge that subjects learn from a 
speech. One study by Glbb, however, indicated that subjects 
were able to learn more from a humorous biology lecture than 
from a non-humorous one.^^ . . 

; Results from the present study, for the totalitarianism 
;sgeechi add support to the conclusions drawn from the majority 
previous investigations. However, for the Whorf speech, 
subjects w:ho heard the non-humorous version learned signifi- 
cantly more than those listening to the humorous version. 
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A possible explanation for the Inco^lstency may rest 
with the subjects^ reactions to the topics th^^ !Ehe 
topic of: Totalltarlanlsmn^s one about whl^^^ of the 

subjects, college undergraduates , Imve both an Interest, and 
some Im^^owledge, however superficial. Th6 second topic, the 
Whorf hypothesis, is one about which the mjorlty^ to 
or no previous knowledge. 

It IsJ^jlauslble that the subjects ^u^^ knowledge 
and Interest concerning totalitarianism. In addition to the 

i]^02SD»ti(Ml^^^ 

yfitske^ the ^l^^^ 

for the subj ec ts hearing the^h 

the tpt^^ 
^he ^^^liwc 

the^ speech 

^ly^i^^Ke VEtrla^c^v^e^ 
jof t e^stlng^ p^ri^o^ 

v^evei^lj^iA Ject^^ / 
the Whorf speech although 

to. them* Typical comments the subjects made were, *^I*ve 
^never heai^d of ^thls befi)re • Arew^^ l : 

and ••Where can l & ^ 
Comments from sutyjebts boncemlng the totalitarianism 
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speech demonstrated thsit they did have some previous knowledge.. 
Typical among these-comments are the following, "I wish the ' 
speaker h&d given -fus some new Information," and "Why do 
they always use the same examples when talking about totali- 
tarianism. I shpuld think he would have taken examples from 
the present United States GoveiT^ 

' Another possible explaiiitibri for the obtaiiied^^ results 
may be ttet the humor-tppic Ijhteiaotlon 1^ a f^ of 
incongruity. Totalitarianism is not a topic one ordinarily, 

Vjever ^ h^rs^ iti^^ted^vin;fa - 
liumoV In^^the e ofi^th^e i^spee^ 

functixmed^^^^^^^^ / 
critical points; whereas, in other situations in which the 
use of humor and speech topics are congruous (or at least 
not inc^ongiaiou& the jusej <^^^^ listener in 

^cusir^ cttv 

of information learned. _ V" /X ^ • 

an JLnf luetic ev w^^ of Inf prm^tlori i^^ 

is, too much humor ,1^ even if supportive, will become the 
focus of a listener's attention and cause him to lose sight 
of points which the humor is intended to emphasisse. This 
suggests that learning as a result of amount of humor may 
be an inverted u-shaped function. • > ^^^^ ? 

Subjects' responses to the Items testing learning 
for the first half of the humorous version of the Whorf 
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speech were compared with their responses to questions asked 
about the last half of the speech* The. mean number of correct 
responses for the first. half was 3«04; for the last half 
3 •78« This could Indicate that the subjects - itlally 
Intrigued by the humor per se and, as a result, were not 
attending to ttie Ideas In the .first part of the speech* The 
Impact of the supportive humor laay, therefore, have been a 
function of Its positicm in the speech . 

itoother possibility that might explain the obtained 
results Is that while a rVpeated^ measures:^^^^ was^ used tp 
r edup e errpr var lane e- 1% th e d epen^ent ^rle^^ It may hav:e; 
unlntentlpi^lly oreated^^ 
both ^pups h^rd the 

tlmt a recency:/ effect m opei^tlTig*;^^^ "^^^ | 
had better recogjat^^ There 
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Conclusion ^ f 

mfiiy o wclude tiuit a^^^:^^^ plans on presenting an In- | 

f prmatl ve spe eoh shpuid exerbiise /great ca^^^^ In following | 
the advice of thpse rhetorical theprPtlc^^^ 
the inclusion or humor . The present study /fe c<witrast *b 



13 

sojie of those conducted previously, suggests that a speaker 
who reliv. u-cii humor as a mode of comminlcating Ideas to 
an audience, may Impart less Information than he would If 
he were to deliver the same speech devoid of humor. 
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OABLE 1 

ANALYSES OF VARIANCE OP MEAN LEARNING SCORES 
(MAJOR RESEARCH) 



Source 



df 



SS 



MS 



(a) . Totalitarianism Speeches 



Groups 


- 1 


.62 


.62 


, Error 


100 


. 79^.78 : 


7.94 


Total 


101 


• 795.^0 




(b) Whorf 


:Spieeche! 




(n : 


Groups: 


1 


189.^2 


189.42 


Errot V 


100 


506.04 


5.06 


Total; 


101, 


695.46 





(n= 51 .humorous, 51 non-humorous) 
.07 .77 
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